Global Warming Impacts on China and India Bring China to the Table
by Gene Fry, March 20, 2005

Background: Kyoto and the U.S.
Recent events may lay the groundwork for changed U.S. global warming policy.
	After many nations negotiated the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, U.S. President Bill Clinton decided not to send the treaty to the U.S. Senate for ratification.  The Senate had voted 97-0 for a resolution saying it was a bad treaty because it did not include developing countries, especially China and India, whose emissions of greenhouse gases would grow rapidly as their economies grew.  When George W. Bush became U.S. President at the start of 2001, he withdrew the treaty from any consideration, adding that he thought its provisions would harm the U.S. economy, especially relative to nations that were not parties to the treaty.
	Nevertheless, China and India have begun to feel the effects of global warming.  But according to a recent report commissioned by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF Report), current problems are just the tip of the iceberg.  The WWF Report is available at http://panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/climate_change/news/news.cfm?uNewsID=19111.  China and India have also talked about joining international efforts to combat global warming.
		Current Climate Change Problems in Asia
	Current climate changes are hurting Southeast Asia, which connects India with China.  The worst drought in decades has been devastating areas of Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos.  (See Associated Press, March 14, 2005 for climate impacts in Indo-China).  Seasonal fluctuations in rainfall are at the heart of the problem, but the problem has become more difficult in recent years with a decline in water levels on the mighty Mekong River.  It rises past China’s Himalayas and runs through China, Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam.  In some cases, the Mekong’s tributaries dry up entirely in this drought.
	According to the AP, local scientists have identified three major causes of the low water levels.  First, “Global warming has caused rainfall to decrease and the land to become hotter, which makes water evaporate more quickly,” according to Kansree Bunprakob of Bangkok’s Ramkhamhaeng Univeristy.  Second, new dams upstream in China, built to generate electricity, obstruct water flow on the Mekong enough to not only disrupt the river’s ecosystem, but also to harm agriculture and fisheries in the lower basin.  The water level in the Mekong River has continued to drop since China first built the dam in 1992, according to Chainarong Setthachua, director of the Southeast Asian Rivers Network, an environmental group.  Third, Thai agriculture officials attribute the lower water levels to spotty downpours during the “rainy season” and an early end of the rainy season.
	The impacts of the low water levels are many.  In northern Thailand, the AP reported on March 14, 2005, caravans of 10-wheel trucks navigate the hills to bring water to remote villages.  In Chiang Mai province, ten areas were declared disaster zones, so that emergency assistance would be available to hard-hit farmers and fishermen.  In the Central Highlands of Vietnam, amid its worst drought in 28 years, crop losses total HK$642 million, and threaten Vietnam’s coffee industry (HK$4.16 billion in 2004), the world’s second largest, said Nguyen Huu Trung, an official in Daklak province.  In Cambodia, a national campaign to help farmers who are short of water is expected to affect 70 of the country’s 76 provinces.  In Laos, the drought and declining river levels are driving subsistence farmers deeper into debt as they struggle to survive.
	The impacts in Indo-China are moving into China.  (See BBC News, Aljazeera.Net, and Environmental News Service, March 13, 2005.)  Already, in China’s remote Qinghai Plateau (home to the headwaters of the Salween, Mekong, Yangtze, and Yellow Rivers), wetlands are shrinking and degrading in the absence of water flow in rivers and streams.  The lakes at the source of the Yangtze River have shrunk 10% in the last 15 years (UPI, March 16, 2005).  The Longyang Gorge hydroelectric plant, the largest on the upper reaches of the Yellow River, had difficulty generating electricity during parts of 2003 and 2004, when water levels became too low, according to Shen Yongping, and environmental expert at the Chinese Academy of Sciences (UPI).
	Global warming impacts mountain glaciers, and Himalayan glaciers are the greatest concentration of ice on Earth after the Arctic and Antarctic regions (BBC, ENS, AlJazeera).  Himalayan melting affects India as well as China.  Three of Nepal’s snow-fed rivers have shown declining discharge, while the annual average temperature there has risen 0.06°C. per year.  Nearby, India’s Gangtori glacier, which supports one of India’s largest river basins, is receding at 23 meters (76 feet) per year (BBC, ENS, AlJazeera).
		Global Warming Impacts Will Grow in China and India
	According to the WWF Report, because the Himalayan glaciers feed seven of Asia’s largest rivers – not only the Yangtze, Yellow, Mekong, and Salween, but also the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Indus – it is vital to ensure an adequate year-round water supply to the many hundreds of millions of people who rely on their water in India and China.  Hundreds of millions live on flood plains highly vulnerable to raised water levels and vast numbers of farmers rely on regular irrigation to grow their crops successfully.  The WWF Report states that the retreat of Himalayan glaciers, already at 10 to 15 meters per year, first will accelerate as global warming increases, then will fall when the ice vanishes altogether.  (This is true of virtually all mountain glaciers, which have been receding for the last century and more, especially in the last 30 years.)
	Nepal, China, and India are already showing signs of climate change, the WWF Report says.  More specifically, “The rapid melting of Himalayan glaciers will first increase the volume of water in the rivers, causing widespread flooding,” according to Jennifer Morgan, director of the WWF’s Global Climate Change Programme.  However, she added, “In a few decades this situation will change and the water level in the rivers will decline, meaning massive economic and environmental problems for people in western China, Nepal, and northern India.”  Moreover, as water flows from glaciers eventually dwindle, when their source glaciers fade away, the potential for hydroelectric power generation will fall, causing problems for industry as well as reducing water available for irrigation, in turn reducing crop yields.  These impacts could result from projected warming of 2°Celsius in as little as 20 years, warming that could be delayed until 2060, depending on actions that nations of the Earth take.
		The Audience for the WWF Report
	WWF published the report to focus the minds of ministers in the run-up to two March meetings in England: the G8 group of industrialized nations and the ministerial roundtable of the 20 largest energy using economies in the world (the G8, China, India, Brazil, Mexico, South Korea, Australia, Indonesia, Iran, South Africa, Nigeria, Spain, and Poland).  WWF’s Morgan said “All countries must understand that the two degree Celsius ceiling is truly dangerous.” She added “Ministers should realise now that the world faces an economic and development catastrophe if the rate of global warming isn’t reduced.”  In a letter to the ministers, WWF asked them to agree on a series of ambitious initiatives to change the way their countries produce and use energy.  “They need to work together on reducing CO2 emissions, increasing the use of renewable energy and implementing energy efficiency measures.”
		China Takes and Seeks Action on Global Warming
	In the keynote speech for the 20-nation ministerial meeting in London, China’s Liu Jiang, vice-chairman of its National Development and Reform Commission, stated that China is challenged by climate change and energy scarcity as it develops rapidly. (See  www.chinaview.cn in English, part of   www.xinhuanet.com, March 16, 2005.)  China’s energy demand is growing at a stunning pace; its oil consumption has been growing by 7% per year since 1990 and it has doubled its oil imports in the last five years.  (See Financial Times – ft.com, Ian Bremmer, March 15, 2005).  The competition for access to oil markets between the U.S. and China is driving up oil prices.  For its part, China is pursuing long-term agreements to lock up energy supply to nourish its economic expansion and avoid a financial rest that could provoke political unrest.
	Liu noted that China is one of the few countries that relies on coal as its major (67%) energy source.  This makes it difficult to slow the growth momentum of its carbon emissions.  However, China is committed to building a lower carbon emission economy to combat climate change over the coming decades.  China’s energy efficiency remains low, he said, posing development problems.  Accordingly, China is formulating its energy development strategy with priority to energy efficiency, energy diversification [beyond coal], renewable energy, and related technology, said Liu.  Its recent Law on Renewable Energy supports development and use of bio-gas, solar, wind, and geothermal energy.  He added that nuclear power is another priority as a clean energy source over the next 20 years.
	Liu emphasized the importance of global collaboration to tackle climate change.  Importantly, he said China is wiling to work with the international community to explore solutions.
		Global Warming May Come in from the Cold in the U.S.
	Finally, James Baker, former Secretary of State and White House Chief of Staff for Republican Presidents, on March 3 called for the United States to get serious about global warming. (Reuters)  In a speech to the Houston Forum Club, an audience that included many oil company executives, he said “When you have energy companies like Shell and British Petroleum, both of which are perhaps represented in this room, saying there is a problem with excess carbon dioxide emission, I think we ought to listen to them.”  Prefacing his remarks with his experience as a hunter and fisherman, he said we need to pay more attention to the environment.  Baker agreed with the decision not to join Kyoto, calling it a “lousy treaty,” because it did not include China and India.  However, Baker supported a “gradual and orderly transition” to new fuels, featuring a “gradual, resourceful search for alternative sources.”
		Putting It All Together
	With China moving to the table and India facing growing consequences from global warming, even while a Republican insider and oil company executives call for action to curb carbon emissions, the time may be ripe to move beyond Kyoto with a new treaty that adds the United States, China, India and other developing countries to the nations engaged in carbon emissions reduction and trading under the Kyoto Protocol.

